What the Data Show
The percentage of samples with no detectable pesticide residues generally increased during the period from 1994 to 2002 (Exhibit 1). Samples with no detects accounted for 38.5 percent of samples analyzed in 1994 and rose to 57. Exhibit 2 illustrates the percentage of samples in which at least one pesticide residue was detected at a concentration exceeding the tolerance established by EPA for a given pesticide-commodity pair. The percentage of samples exceeding EPA tolerance values was 0.05 percent in 1994, and it peaked at 0.53 percent in 2012 and again in 2015.
Limitations
As Exhibit 1 explains, PDP data showing the percentage of samples with a given number of pesticides detected from 2002 and earlier cannot be compared directly with data gathered after 2002. (Before 2003, each compound detected was counted separately; beginning in 2003, measurement of a parent compound and/or any of its metabolites was counted as a single detect.) Additionally, PDP has refined its analytical methods in order to measure a greater number of pesticide analytes (both parent compounds and metabolites) and lowered its analytical limits of detection. Therefore, some increases in the percentage of detects may reflect improvements in PDP's analytical method capabilities. PDP does not sample all commodities in each individual survey year, which introduces uncertainty in evaluating changes in the percentage of detects and percentage of samples exceeding tolerances. Therefore, differences in the percentage of detections for any given pesticide class might not be due to an increase or decrease in the predominance of detectable residues; these differences might simply reflect the changing nature and identity of the commodities selected for inclusion in any given timeframe. The indicator provides summary information on pesticide residues on food, but it does not evaluate exposure from dietary intake or assess risks to human health and the environment.
Data Sources
Data for this indicator were obtained from a series of annual summary reports published by the PDP (USDA AMS, 1996 AMS, -2016 . These reports are all available from https://www.ams.usda.gov/datasets/pdp/pdpdata. The Food and Drug Administration also collects data (not reported here) on pesticide residues in cooked food that may be a source of chemicals in human diets. These data are available at https://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodScienceResearch/TotalDietStudy/default.htm.
